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Introduction: The Road to Marvel Studios

Introducing the universe: A master plan?

For the more we learn about the seemingly endless universe … the more we realize that it all seems to be part of some awesome, intricate master plan!

(Reed Richards, Fantastic Four Annual #6, 1968)

The intellectual property (IP) associated with Marvel Comics has attracted a string of corporate takeovers and mergers, an ultimate purchase by Disney, and millions of devoted readers/fans, in the decades following its inception in 1961. The compelling content resides in the characters, locations and story events making up the ‘Marvel Universe’ (MU). Spider-Man, Iron Man, Thor, the X-Men, the Avengers and their accompanying villains have spent five decades waging war on one another across locales like New York City, the extra-dimensional ‘Negative Zone’, technologically ascendant African land Wakanda, and exotic worlds such as Hala and Sakaar. The legends of these battles are told in story arcs and multi-issue/multi-title ‘events’ like ‘The Galactus Trilogy’ (1966),1 ‘Planet Hulk’ (2006–7), ‘Extremis’ (2005), ‘Winter Soldier’ (2005–11), ‘The Kree-Skrull War’ (1971–2),2 ‘Secret Wars’ (1984–5), ‘Acts of Vengeance’ (1989–90), ‘Civil War’ (2006–7) and many more. Certain of these arcs are sufficiently character-defining that they have informed texts of the MCU3 such as Captain America: The Winter Soldier (CA:TWS) and Captain America: Civil War, Iron Man 3 (IM3) and several episodes of ABC Television’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D (AoS) (the last two both inspired by ‘Extremis’). In addition, key arcs have given rise to a Marvel Studios Animation (‘Planet Hulk’), and film adaptations from outside of the MCU (Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, (Tim Story, 2007), draws heavily on ‘The Galactus Trilogy’; Spider-Man 3 (Sam Raimi, 2007) is informed by the events of ‘Secret Wars’). Such activity testifies to the enduring power of the characters and situations appearing under the Marvel banner since the early 1960s. Even where comic arcs have featured characters originally established in other corners of fiction, the saga as a whole makes up a distinctive and fully realized fictional universe; one of the most extensive in recent Western popular culture, fit to be called ‘the great mythology of the modern world’ (Howe, 2013: 6).

Our argument is that the transference of this ‘fully realized universe’ concept, from the pages of comics to the big screen in the form of the MCU, must be regarded as a key moment of recent film history. Each of our eight distinct chapters, arranged thematically rather than chronologically, will add a new dimension to what we hope shall be a varied and convincing view of this ‘phenomenon’ of Marvel Studios (MS). We hope to reveal its unique nature within the contemporary media landscape (however, relating it to the ‘norms’ of that landscape) and show that it is worthy of study as an addition to Film Studies’ repertoires around genre, narrative form, industry and more. We particularly argue that new conceptions of studio identity, floated by writers concerned with tracking the continuing relevance of older Hollywood practices and philosophies within the new, can be extended with reference to Marvel.

Brief summaries of each chapter can be found at the end of this introduction (Section IV), but the focus presently will be to lay the foundation of a broad understanding of Marvel, what it is and where it has come from. Our intention has been to assemble an introduction that will orientate a reader in possession of only a surface knowledge of Marvel’s history and characters, while providing many useful highlights for the initiated. As such, illustrative examples – spread across three sections loosely separated both chronologically and thematically – will help convey the following essential elements: the heritage of an aesthetic and thematic ‘house style’ in Marvel Comics (Section I); Marvel’s fluid organizational identity (Section II), and Section III will cover how commercial and creative needs have been traversed by an evolving (sometimes haphazardly) attitude to the utilization of characters (IP). This overview will lay the foundation for a well-rounded understanding of Marvel, indicating the kinds of events that we see as significant and which define our primary focus, so that the reader can then approach the more nuanced chapters thereafter in an order that suits their needs (though, we recommend going through them sequentially).

I. A silver age ‘Big Bang’ from the House of Ideas

In the early 1960s, Marvel’s characters were not the only superheroes on the block. The company had competition, and its characters took their place in a hero-filled postwar world only after a decade where horror, crime and romance comics represented the mainstream.4 Most notably, of course, competition came from industry leader DC (once ‘National’) Comics (Wright, 2003: 182). DC was the home of Superman, Batman and the Justice League of America, but other superhero publishers (such as Charlton, active 1946–85 and Gold Key Comics, active 1962–84) also found success. As Wright points out (2003: 183; 203), as a shift in editorial direction, Marvel’s early 1960s return to superheroes actually followed the lead of DC; by summer 1961, DC had already explored the existence of a more convoluted superhero ontology in landmark issues such as ‘The Flash of Two Worlds’ by Gardner Fox (The Flash Vol.1, #123).5 However, Marvel would quickly show a strong commitment to the ‘shared universe’ concept, and this would lend the company a priceless identity. Hitting its stride under the stewardship of writer-editor Stanley ‘Stan Lee’ Lieber, in conjunction with the prolifically imaginative and talented writer-artists Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko,6 among several others, Marvel became the first publisher of superhero fiction to have its characters coalesce into a coordinated ‘universe’ (Wright, 2003: 218).

The approach set in quickly: new Lee/Kirby or Lee/Ditko creations like the Hulk, Spider-Man and Doctor Strange followed the Fantastic Four (FF) onto the same, crowded New York City streets within less than twenty-four months of the November, 1961 publication of Fantastic Four #1. Indeed, when Spider-Man earned his own title (dated March7 1963), the FF appeared on the cover, suggesting a universe that was already in play, a bigger narrative which newer heroes simply joined. Interactions that in the earliest issues might have seemed opportunistic (designed chiefly to raise the profile of new or lesser heroes) gradually developed a sense of an overall plan: such that an issue of one team’s adventures (Fantastic Four Vol.1, #73, 1968) could feature another character, Thor, crossing the same Manhattan landscape, while in the midst of his own adventure (in the events of Thor Vol.1, #150–1, referenced in the other issue). Of course, such a device was also a manifestation of an entrepreneurial editor who understood the power not only of ‘To be continued…’, but also of the (often insoluble) conundrum of ‘could Thor defeat [strongman of the Fantastic Four] The Thing?’, or its equivalent.

As time passed and the Marvel Universe (MU) developed a galactic, pan-dimensional reach, and characters from alternate realities and timelines began to appear, there was an increasingly evident suggestion that the unfolding of this universe would know no bounds (Howe, 2013: 72). Miss an issue, and a reader could miss the start of something big; importantly for the future value of the library and brand, the events of the MU made up ‘one grand narrative … everything that happened in one title could have an impact on all of the others’ (156). This would one day serve Marvel, along with the other major comic publishers, well, when publication format changes introduced hard and soft cover collections of previously printed issues that could keep defunct titles and ‘resting’ characters in lucrative circulation. Thus, longevity came to a medium that had once been thought of as disposable and only appropriate for young children (Miller, 2011). Indeed, for decades, posterity had been far from the minds of the creative teams planning the production of superhero comics.

This situation changed as Marvel upped the stakes of the shared universe concept in superhero fiction and, for different reasons, both the fan community and potential licensees started to demand stable, canonical versions of characters. This encouraged an increasingly organized and codified approach to the burgeoning MU. The direction that Lee initiated in 1961 has defined Marvel in popular thought, but it is pertinent to remember that the company’s portfolio does not consist solely of superheroes. Just as horror themes, popular before the 1954 introduction of the Comics Code, returned to inflect the 1970s MU, other genres have epitomized the company’s offering at certain points. The ‘Timely Comics’ phase saw romance comics as one staple of the product line, and once the MU was up and running, efforts to integrate characters dating from the ‘vaults’ of the company were made.8 What eventually became labelled a Marvel ‘multiverse’ found a way for characters of all kinds to participate in mainstream continuity.9 Limited diversification into non-superhero storytelling has been further enabled in various imprints and sidelines,10 but above anything else, the MU is known to global audiences as a domain of superheroes. While acknowledging the various genre ‘tweaks’ on this formula apparent in its productions,11 this is the capacity in which the MU provides a model for the MCU.

Understanding the universe

The shared universe element is, according to our argument, an essential differentiator both in Marvel’s comic book universe, and later in the production philosophy of MS – it is from this that Marvel draws the ‘competitive advantage’ (further defined in Chapter 6) that allows the MCU to flourish. Before we proceed too much further, a working definition of a fictional universe may be beneficial.12 A fictional universe may be defined as a textual environment in print, film, online or other medium (often multiple media) with defined discursive borders. These borders mark it off from leaking into other, competing universes (the Oz of L. Frank Baum’s books from Tolkien’s Middle Earth, say), but also serve to (selectively) demarcate it from the ‘real world’ and real history (‘A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away …’). It may encompass a number of significant, related works within one artistic oeuvre (Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Three Colours trilogy (1993–4) or Kevin Smith’s ‘Askewniverse’), or a stable world populated by characters established in once unrelated, discrete narratives that – for reasons that may be commercial as well as, or instead of, creative – are gradually drawn together under a brand association with the rights holder’s series of IP assets (the Disney or Warner Bros. cartoon universes). A fictional universe, then, may emerge from rigid planning, or it may evolve gently.13

In our working definition, a fictional universe is (obviously) not real, but its ontological properties and premise may evoke real states, and it shall display consistent psychological and – of course – narrative continuities (Eder et al., 2010: 7). Principles of space and time within the diegesis need not resemble those of the real world, but their logic will be adhered to consistently throughout any text set within the universe. It is important that a universe sets its own ‘rules’ for a reader, and maintains them; in summarizing, Thomas Pavel, Marie-Laure Ryan (2013) explains that the literary text ‘establishes for the reader a new actual world which imposes its own laws on the surrounding system, thereby defining its own horizon of possibilities. In order to become immersed in this world, the reader must adopt a new ontological perspective, thereby entailing a new model of what exists and what does not’.14

A distinction may be drawn between serial texts which depend upon a fairly stable character or sets of characters, and texts that are but one part of an interlocking, mutually impacting design. In serial texts which transpire in ‘one-off’ environments, there is a sense of impermanence because, apart from fundamentals, the next text in the series essentially wipes the slate clean (this, with few exceptions, is the case with the rolling diegetic present of the first twenty films in the James Bond series – see Flanagan, 2009: 65–6). By contrast, in mature, continuous fictional worlds, characters display history. We can say, then, that a fictional universe allows events to accrue history; that this history affects characters, and is something of which they are aware.15 A fictional universe thus emphasizes the operations of time more than does a serial text; but this is not to say that the time transpiring in the MU closely tracks the time of its readers’ world.16 This fact has inevitably presented a problem in how the developed MU is interpreted, since the MU may choose to anchor certain events in relation to historical markers (like the Second World War or the Cold War) while virtually ignoring the passage of time in the ages of characters. Exemplifying this is the problem of maturation in certain characters; Franklin, the child of Reed and Sue Richards of the FF, has yet to advance past the pubertal stage despite having appeared as a toddler in 1980s comics.17

What we have termed the ‘maturity’ of a fictional universe could be alternatively expressed as the internal consistency that is maintained as it expands. The detail that goes into its construction will be initially mapped by creators but may be monitored and, occasionally, codified and even corrected by users/fans in documents like Mark Gruenwald’s 1977–9 fanzine Omniverse (which led to the Gruenwald-edited manual Official Handbook of the Marvel Universe),18 or the concept of the ‘Buffyverse’ (a term derived from the fandom of TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 1997–2003). The more history and story event accrued by a textual universe, the more complex the guidance needed to orient new fans. Accordingly, the world of media fandoms (in which comics and their adaptations are a major strand) has seen the wide circulation of terminology that describes various strategies for how continuity is managed (as noted above, complex continuity may not have played a major role in superhero culture before the 1960s, but the form seems particularly well-suited to reflections on how textual worlds are constituted).19 The phenomenon of creators/producers changing the explanation for a past event to suit new purposes, or annulling the event (erasing it from canon), is known as ‘retconning’ (for retroactive continuity). A ‘reboot’, which can be full or partial, is when a continuity that has grown complex (or unpopular) is simplified and/or restarted (essentially, allowing the resetting of any aspect beyond fundamentals like character names). For instance, Casino Royale (Martin Campbell, 2006) relaunched the James Bond cycle with a new star and status quo for the character, and the ‘New 52’ event reset the mainstream DC Universe in 2011. William Proctor (2014) asserts that where makers of fictional universes desire to introduce ‘fissures, cracks and counter-factual narratives’, a ‘multiverse’ concept may be employed. He contends that Marvel uses a branching ‘multiversal’ structure of many levels, featuring interlocking universes, alternate timelines and ‘what if’ divergent realities, to ‘rationalise divergent continuities by situating them within a nexus of parallel worlds’. Thus, extra stories are allowed to take place and ‘count’ for something, without interfering with ‘official’ events. The centre of Marvel’s multiverse, and home to the most stable, definitive versions of the major characters, has become known by the designation ‘Earth-616’.20

For clarity, then, it is worth underlining that in the present work, ‘MU’ shall be used to refer to the Marvel Comics Universe (more properly, the multiverse), which officially started with Fantastic Four #1 in 1961,21 and is still going strong today.22 The ‘MCU’ refers to the particular iteration of familiar Marvel characters that has unfolded, in an organized and ostensibly seamless continuity on screen since the release of Iron Man in 2008. As a designation, MCU encompasses all of the major ‘shared universe’ MS texts discussed herein.23 Where the two differ in salient ways, care will be taken to orient the reader to their relationship.

House style: The Marvel worldview

Although very much a product of pop culture, the MU exhibits a complexity, breadth and internal diversity that have raised comparisons with the mythologies of various literatures, periods and cultures (Lang and Trimble, 1988). Despite the fullness and range of the material, certain thematic tropes feature with enough regularity to be regarded as key concerns. One is the development of teenaged and youthful characters that would fulfil a need for identificatory figures for young readers; from the 1940s onwards, teen characters would frequently be paired with older mentor figures (as in Captain America and Bucky, themselves following the Batman/Robin template). Indeed, in a post-Comics Code era, when adolescent readers were deserting the sanitized comic book for other attractions in a crowded entertainment field, Marvel stepped up its emphasis on youthful characters and their problems (Wright, 2003: 181–2), culminating in the September 1963 debut of its most exciting young team, the X-Men.

Another consistent characteristic concerns the motivations behind why Marvel characters don masked personas (or, in the case of the transforming Hulk, express their internal rage). Almost invariably, these stem from traumatic personal histories, with the deaths of loved ones – particularly but not exclusively parents, or parental surrogates – figuring heavily (Daredevil; Havoc and Cyclops of the X-Men). Some, like Spider-Man/Peter Parker, would be forever defined by the truncation or disturbance of their Oedipal narratives. Even copyright-free Norse god Thor, written by Lee and Kirby from 1962, regularly tussled with father Odin. With these Marvel heroes, concerns with the figure of the outsider and their place within the social fabric gather around an Oedipal narrative that, over time, solidifies into an ubiquitous structuring presence. Foreshadowing the countercultural direction that superhero comics took later in the 1960s (Wright, 2003: 230), the Oedipal trope also carried a certain allegorical burden, in that it mirrored the struggle to receive the understanding of a deeply suspicious, patriarchal establishment that marked comics’ response to the Wertham campaign of the 1950s.24

As opposed to the more straightforwardly upstanding heroics of DC Comics (Scott, 2012: 121), the Marvel house style would pivot around a brand of tormented heroism that was woven through key 1960s outcasts like the Hulk and the X-Men. These heroes displayed self-doubt and anxiety, awareness of their own ‘dark side’ or a profound sense of irony regarding their own powers. A regular trope was the perception of heroic powers not as gifts, but as a curse or unbearable responsibility (Spider-Man, the Hulk, the Thing); by the time Marvel had really hit its stride, a succession of horror-inflected characters like Werewolf-by-Night and Ghost Rider appeared, some of whom were literally cursed. These heroes were neither content with their powers, nor always sure of how best to use them; so, in their own way, characters as far from each other on the heroism-to-antiheroism spectrum as Captain America and the Punisher equally measured out the gap between American idealism and American reality (Pustz, 2012: 140; Scott, 2012: 122). This was fitting for an American decade, the 1970s, defined by ‘paralysis … stagnation and drift’ (Pustz, 2012).

The tendency towards brooding (anti)heroes, who examined the rules of society as well as working at upholding them, undoubtedly owed something to Bob Kane/Bill Finger’s Batman; all the same, Marvel – in the previous form of ‘Timely Comics’ – could date the even more ambiguous villain-turned-hero trope to the debut of the Sub-Mariner, within only a few months of Batman’s initial 1939 appearance.25 At Marvel, it seemed as if the era of ‘Monster as Hero’ (Thomas and Sanderson, 2007: 112) never really ended, surviving as a major aspect of Marvel’s successful characters into the 1980s and beyond (Wolverine, Punisher and former Spider-Man enemy Venom enjoyed their greatest popularity in the 1990s). The MU could be downbeat, and in times of national strife, bristle with social relevance, but even in a malaise-stricken 1970s, there was still fun to be had and action to be savoured. If struggles with the responsibility of being powered became something of a Marvel trademark, another part of the company’s evolving ‘house style’ was to do with the backdrops to adventure; these generally transpired against more ‘realistic’ surroundings when compared to the generic, composite cities of DC’s costumed adventurers (Hell’s Kitchen, Greenwich Village and Queens rather than Metropolis or Coast City). This suited the Marvel specialty of interlacing adventure with the hero’s domestic and emotional struggles (romantic, financial or familial). It has already been pointed out that the involuntary loss of parents sets many Marvel crime fighting careers in motion, yet problems resulting from the structure of families are not limited to those around absence. Teams like the FF and the X-Men featured squabbling siblings, and the insecure bickering among 1970s Avengers teams became legendary (see Chapter 5).

Although present-day Manhattan settled into the role as fulcrum of Marvel’s universe (locating the Sanctum Santorum of Doctor Strange on Bleecker Street, the Baxter Building – home to the FF – on Madison Avenue, among many other correspondences with the real city map), it was not long before creative teams wanted to spread their wings into other places, periods and even times. Dimension-crossing characters like Lee/Ditko’s Doctor Strange were added to institute a ‘magic’ side to Marvel that plays a key role in the universe to this day,26 while Reed Richards kept the portal to the outlandish ‘Negative Zone’ within the headquarters of the FF. As Sean Howe explains, a key moment was the introduction of gods from the Norse pantheon, in tales binding their legendary realm of Asgard to the Midgard/Earth of the other heroes; this represented a kind of statement about how Lee and Kirby saw their new characters. Playfully disparaged by Lee, not long before, as ‘long-underwear characters’,27 these heroes were now being presented in terms of a tradition as long, dignified and universal as those drawn from mythic literature. ‘It wasn’t just the awe-striking powers that made these stories operatic. There was also the classicism of the narratives – quests for mystical objects, preparations for battle – and themes of duty, heritage and mortality, that seemed wholly unrelated to the alien-punching stories from the newsstand competition’ (Howe, 2013: 71). The presence of archetypes recognizable to many cultures helped to fuel Marvel’s expansion, making the MU a place where readers should not be surprised to find a revision of Cain and Abel in a social system that resembled Imperial Rome,28 various Promethean explorations of the responsibility of scientific creation,29 or tales – such as the Incredible Hulk’s – that took fables like ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and updated them with atomic age cautions. A quality of ‘Shakespearean’ gravitas and consequence obtained (Howe, 2013: 71), kept in balance by the playfulness and earthbound reflexivity of Lee’s ringmaster-style persona and narrational techniques. The contrapuntal formula worked. 1965 would see the Norse legends followed into MU continuity by the gods of Mount Olympus; apparently, the expansive MU could accommodate both systems.30

An enormous superhero terrain was gradually being mapped. In this, Lee, as Editor-in-Chief (EIC), may have been carrying out the orders of publisher Martin Goodman, the head of Magazine
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